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Summer vacation plans? Consider a Minnesota resort. Here’s why. 

Mom-and-pop resorts in Minnesota, once ubiquitous, are in need of a boost 

By Molly Guthrey | mguthrey@pioneerpress.com | Pioneer Press 
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Anne Dougherty has become a booster for Minnesota resorts, especially family-owned 
ones. 

 

A modern container cabin, one of the additions to a vintage 
lake resort owned by the Dougherty family and located near 
Park Rapids, Minn. (Courtesy of Jon Kreye / Wambolts Cabins) 

The resort owner says these mom-and-pop 
vacation destinations, once ubiquitous across 
Minnesota and now more rare, are in need of a 
boost. 

It was back during the pandemic that Anne and 
James Dougherty of St. Paul bought Wambolts 
Cabins, a vintage lake resort, to keep the property 
out of developers’ hands and bring it back to life as 
a seasonal vacation spot in northern Minnesota. 
Since then, the family has been featured on HGTV’s 
“House Hunters” as well as in the pages of Midwest 
Living (the resort’s upcycled container cabins, 
which contrast with its historic log cabins, were 
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featured in the magazine’s “21 Romantic Getaways” article). 

Ahead of embarking on their fifth season of resorting, Dougherty stepped away from 
teaching at Cretin-Derham Hall during the 2025-26 school year to devote more time to 
family and to work part-time as the director of strategy and operations for the Community 
of Minnesota Resorts (CMR). 

 

“We bought the resort to try and hold on to a piece of property in the area,” Dougherty says 
of her family’s resort, which is located more than three hours from St. Paul in Park Rapids, 
Minn. “Now that we’ve been in the industry longer, I realize this is actually a trend in the 
whole state: We’ve watched the number of resorts diminish.” 

 

Cabin 10, one of the historic cabins at Wambolts Cabins. (Courtesy of Wambolts Cabins) 

“In the Park Rapids area, I think there were three resorts in the last two years that have 
closed and gone into private ownership,” she says. “And that means there’s probably 
around 3,000 people who won’t be coming to Park Rapids. 

“So the question is, ‘How do we celebrate and carry forward this sort of Up-North, get-to-
the-lake experience?'” 

One way, Dougherty says, is by searching for resorts and campgrounds via CMR’s website 
at minnesota-resorts.com ahead of the upcoming summer vacation season. 
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Changed landscape 

 

The dock at Wambolts Cabins, a vintage lake resort owned by the Dougherty family and located near Park 
Rapids, Minn. (Courtesy of Wambolts Cabins) 

 

Minnesota’s hospitality industry struggled significantly in 2025, according to a new 
report from industry group Hospitality Minnesota and public relations and policy firm 
Fluence Advisory, but Dougherty has some thoughts from someone working in the resort 
industry. 
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Wambolts Cabins near Park Rapids, Minn. (Courtesy of Janessa Jandt / Wambolts Cabins) 

“The cost pressures in the report are very real,” she says. “Insurance, in particular, has 
become a major issue, with dramatic increases in recent years. It’s why CMR is actively 
building a group buying initiative. We have a committee of resorters working to negotiate 
better rates on insurance, boats, propane, mattresses and more. The idea is simple. If we 
can buy together, we can all benefit and make these businesses more sustainable.” 

There are other positives, too, and there is growth. 

“It’s also worth noting that much of the report focuses on metro businesses,” she says. 
“The dynamics for family-owned resorts are different. We’ve actually seen growth. CMR 
has added 20 new members since October. There’s strong demand for these experiences 
and a real desire among owners to be part of a supportive community.” 



 

A sauna at Wambolts Cabins.(Courtesy of Janessa Jandt / Wambolts Cabins) 

 

But what are the current pressures these businesses face? 

“Insurance is the biggest challenge right now, with property taxes a close second,” she 
says. “Add in a short seasonal window and the difficulty of passing these businesses to the 
next generation, and it’s a demanding model. At the same time, owners are adapting, 
modernizing and finding ways to make it work.” 

Also, summers aren’t what they used to be, what with remote work and youth sports. 

“Year-round youth sports and packed schedules make it harder to carve out time to 
unplug,” she says. “There’s more pressure on both time and money, and that’s changed 
what summer vacation looks like.” 

Dougherty has seen the charm of unplugging, though, and recommends it. 

“I do wish more families could prioritize unplugging, getting outside, and just being 
together around a fire or on a lake,” she says. “Life moves fast, and it’s easy to miss the best 
parts of it. One of the privileges of owning Wambolts is getting to watch what happens 
when people slow down and settle into that rhythm. It’s simple, but it’s magic.” 



125th anniversary 

What about Airbnbs? If not booking hotels or staying at a cabin belonging to a friend or 
family member, people often search vacation rental sites for getaway locations (listings 
can include resorts). 

 

Bud Wambolt standing in front of cabin 10, the original dining hall of what is now known as Wambolts Cabins, 
thought to be taken in the 1930s. (Courtesy of the Arnold family / Wambolts Cabins) 

 

“Short-term rentals have expanded options, and many resorters use Airbnb as a 
supplement,” Dougherty says.  “What they don’t replicate is the sense of place, community, 
and continuity that family resorts offer. That’s what keeps people coming back.” 

This summer, many regulars will come back to help Wambolts celebrate its 125th 
anniversary. A highlight will be its official anniversary week from July 19-25, which will 
include an open house, a fishing day and a community evening featuring a campfire, live 
music and s’mores. Info at wamboltscabins.com. 

As far as who vacations at resorts like Wambolts, Dougherty has learned it’s not just folks 
from Minnesota. 

“I was surprised at how many people who come to stay with us are coming from Iowa, 
Nebraska, Missouri, Indiana, Illinois … sometimes people will drive eight to 12 hours to get 
here,” she says. 
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“We had a really cute retired couple from Texas who flew in to Park Rapids, and she 
actually found us on Airbnb,” Dougherty says. “All they wanted was a screened porch on the 
lake and somehow my keywords showed up for that. 

“We also had a Norwegian couple, they were driving across the country for a big adventure 
for the summer, and their car broke down, and so they ended up having to stay in Park 
Rapids for a week, and it was super fun to have them,” she said. “That’s the thing about 
being the owner of a resort, the people you meet and the stories, you can’t make it up. And 
we have been so lucky because we really have had wonderful guests. 

“I don’t know if I knew exactly what to expect,” she says of resort ownership. “But the 
people have been the very best part.” 

 


